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Doing Time in the Retail Industry 
 
Robin Price 
Queensland University of Technology 
 
This paper uses survey data to explore employee satisfaction with working time 
arrangements within a large supermarket chain in Queensland. The findings confirm 
those in the literature that employees have a diverse range of working time preferences, 
and that employees will be more satisfied if those preferences are met by their employer. 
In general, many full-time employees wanted shorter hours and a sizeable proportion of 
part-time employees wanted longer working hours. This paper is a preliminary attempt at 
teasing out the explanations behind working time preferences. 
 
Introduction 
The retail industry is one that has seen a significant increase in operating hours over recent 
decades with the advent of regular late night and weekend trading. This extension of 
operating hours has been associated with an erosion of standard working time arrangements 
within the industry, in particular, the increased use of part-time employment, often casual in 
tenure. The literature on working time arrangements divides into those who take an optimistic 
view and argue that flexible working time allows employees more control over their work life 
balance, and those who are more pessimistic and argue the flexibilisation of working time 
means that control passes to the employer, to the detriment of employees. The survey findings 
discussed in this paper were drawn from a doctoral study into labour use strategies within one 
of Australia’s largest supermarket chains. This paper reports on survey data drawn from a 
sample of 272 supermarket employees to assess their satisfaction with working time 
arrangements in the supermarket sector of the retail industry. The findings confirm those in 
the literature that employees have a diverse range of working time preferences, and that 
employees will be more satisfied if those preferences are met by their employer, but it also 
highlights the heterogeneous nature of the casual part-time employee’ group and their 
working time preferences. The implications of this for employees, such as limited incomes, 
are acknowledged, but beyond the scope of this paper. The first section of the paper examines 
the standard working time model and changes to it. The second section briefly examines 
working time in the retail industry. The third section outlines the research context, the survey 
sample and discusses some of the findings in the light of broader debates and the findings 
from the qualitative stage of the research. 
 
The Standard Working Time Model 
The notion of working time assumes importance when paid employment is involved and a 
distinction created between employers’ time and the worker’s own time. Employers need to 
use the worker’s time productively in order to extract value. Hence, ‘time is now a currency: 
it is not passed but spent’ and employers make choices about when they require workers and 
how many workers are required (Thompson, 1967:61). Employees also make choices in 
relation to their working time. There is a trade off between the desire for increased working 
time and increased wealth, and reduced working time and increased leisure. The hours 
accepted as the standard for ‘employers’ time’ vary across nations and over time (Campbell et 
al., 2000:5).  
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In Australia, standard working-time arrangements have traditionally been: ‘continuing 
(‘permanent’) full-time employment of approximately 40 hours per week, distributed in equal 
daily segments over the daytime hours from Monday to Friday and joined with paid annual 
leave and public holiday entitlements equivalent to several weeks per year’ (Campbell, 
1996:1). Thus, working time comprises three dimensions: duration, position and division 
(Campbell, 1996:5). Duration is the length of working-time provided over a period of time. 
Approximately forty hours each week with time off for a vacation annually and the provision 
of some days to be taken off for sickness was the accepted standard. Position is the 
distribution of working time over the day or week, with daytime hours from Monday to 
Friday standard. Division is the “degree of equality in the division of total working time 
amongst individual working days: a standard of equal hours on each working day has been 
common”. 
The standardisation of working hours performs four functions (Hinrichs, 1991:37-8). Standard 
hours fix an upper limit on normal working hours thereby preventing worker burnout and to a 
degree enforcing the distribution of work across the labour force. Similarly, standard hours 
prevent the reduction of working-time and consequent reduction in income to subsistence 
levels. Standard hours serve as a ‘ratchet’ to prevent increased pay being linked to increased 
hours. Finally, standard working hours protect employees’ own time and provide predictable 
periods of leisure.  
 
Changes to the standard working-time model 
In recent years, the standard working time model in Australia has altered significantly. A 
range of new working time arrangements have emerged which include: 
a. working shorter and longer hours over the day—with the growth in part-time and casual 
employment, and the emergence of 12 hour shifts in some industries 
b. working over a larger spread of hours over the day—the 9 to 5 ‘ordinary’ hours is gradually 
being replaced by the norm of 6am to 10pm 
c. working split shifts over the day—especially for workers in industries with irregular 
intertemporal spread of demand, e.g. retail, banking 
d. working unpaid hours over the day or the week—the growth in unpaid overtime, the 
averaging of hours over the month or the year, the conversion from wage to salary basis 
e. working less than five days per week—for part-timers, casuals and those with long shifts 
f. working weekends and evenings—especially with the extension in product market 
deregulation, e.g. retailing, hospitality 
g. changing the unit of time measurement from the day and the week to a longer time 
dimension such as the month 
h. working without paid leave or holidays—as with casuals 
i. working at more than one job over the day or the week—over 5% of the workforce are 
multiple job holders 
j. working a shorter span of years over the life cycle—increase in participation in post 
secondary education, early voluntary retirement (Burgess, 1998: 38). 
These changes to standard working time arrangements are linked to a decline in the capacity 
of employees to exert control or influence over their working time arrangements. A range of 
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supply and demand side factors have been identified as influencing these changes (Berg et al. 
2004; Bosch et al., 1993; Campbell, 1996; Campbell, 2000; Campbell et al., 2000; Hinrichs et 
al., 1991:4; Tergeist, 1995). At a holistic level, Berg et al. (2004:334) identify three broad 
factors that influence the degree of control that employees have over their working time 
arrangements: the institutional context and regulatory structure in place within a country, the 
general conditions of the labour market, and management and trade union strategies. There is 
evidence of all three factors having an impact on working time arrangements in Australia over 
recent decades. 
There have been significant changes to the regulatory structure governing industrial relations 
in the Australian workplace. In response to pressure from employer associations, such as the 
Business Council of Australia (BCA), who believed that the centralised award system 
constrained them from using employees’ working-time as productively as possible (BCA, 
1989), a range of more flexible industrial instruments have been introduced. Employers can 
now choose from individual registered agreements, or Australian Workplace Agreements 
(AWAs), unregistered individual arrangements, collective enterprise agreements, made with 
or without trade union intervention, or an award. From the 2004 coverage statistics – 40.9% 
collective agreements, 39.1% individual arrangements and 20% awards (Peetz, 2005:93) - it is 
clear that employers have availed themselves of these opportunities to move away from the 
centralised system. The second factor is the state of the labour market in general. Employment 
is growing and unemployment is decreasing, but these statistics do not paint a complete 
picture (DEWR, 2005; NILS, 2005).  The measurement of employment does not consider the 
levels of under-employment, the decline in male labour force participation, and the rising 
numbers of men receiving disability support and therefore not participating in the labour force 
at all (NILS, 2005). Additionally, there are emerging signs of skill shortages across the 
workforce, an increase in unpaid overtime, work intensification, and a sizeable proportion of 
the Australian workforce classified as living in poverty (NILS, 2005).  Couple this with a 
decline in union density, down to around 23% of the workforce (Cooper, 2005), and it appears 
that, in many cases, employers have the upper hand in wage fixation and control over working 
time arrangements.  
On the demand side, the driving force behind changes to working time arrangements has been 
the neo-liberal agenda of an unfettered labour market (acirrt, 1999:8).  Employer pressures for 
changes to working time follow three primary lines of argument (Bosch, 1995:18-19). First, 
employers desire the extension of operating hours in order to fully capitalise on expensive 
capital plant and equipment. Second, due to fluctuations in business, flexible working time 
arrangements allow firms to match demand and supply. The third rationale is the replacement 
of expensive forms of organising working time with less expensive forms. Although some of 
the changes to working hours are in response to demands from workers, most are employer 
led in an attempt to cut wages and deal with uncertain economic conditions. Regardless of the 
rationale for changes to the standard working-time model, authors of all political persuasions 
agree that there has been a substantial shift away from the standard working-time model 
(Campbell et al., 2000; Campbell, 1996; Mangan, 1998; Buchanan & Bearfield, 1997; 
Wooden, 2000; Bosch, 1999).  
At one level of examination, studies of working time calculate the duration of working time 
provided by workers. This definition of working time dominates policy debates on 
unemployment, retirement and job-sharing (Campbell, 1996:2; Tergeist, 1995:10). But, as 
Campbell (1996) suggests, the concept of working time is more complex than a mere 
consideration of numbers of hours. This research broadens the notion of working time to 
encompass the way in which the duration of working hours is organised and deployed within 
the workplace. From this perspective, the concern is with the duration of working time, the 
Price 
 438
distribution of working hours over the week, how working hours can be redistributed and by 
whom.  
 
Working Time in the Retail Industry 
When regarding working time arrangements, especially those in the retail industry, a 
distinction needs to be made between working time and operating time (Bosch, 1995:18). 
Flexibility may apply to both. Operating hours may remain the same with a range of new 
working time arrangements, such as two part-time employees as opposed to one full-time 
employee. Another option is the extension of operating hours, with staggered full-time 
employees. Retail is one of the industries where operating time has increased significantly. In 
the 1970s, operating hours were expanded to include late night trading. In the 1980s, Saturday 
afternoon trade was introduced and Sunday trading was introduced in the 1990s in some states 
(DeBruyn 1999), but not until 2002 in Queensland. The extension of operating or trading 
hours in the retail industry effectively broke the nexus between operating hours and working 
hours. The normal operating week has gone from 40 hours per week to approximately 84 
hours per week in Queensland. At the same time, the retail workforce has changed from one 
dominated by full-time employees working 40 hours a week, over 5 ½ days, Monday to 
Friday and Saturday morning to one dominated by part-time employees, often casual in 
tenure.  
The retailers argue that the increased numbers of women in full-time employment prompted 
the extension of trading hours (Donaldson, 1996). For retailers, extended trading hours make 
good economic sense; labour is a small proportion of total outgoings compared with the 
‘interest bill on land, buildings and computers, the cost of electricity for refrigeration and 
lighting and the wages and salaries at head office’ (Donaldson, 1996:11). Therefore extended 
trading hours permit retailers to use their capital more productively. However, retailers argue 
that they need to reduce penalty rates and loadings in order to retain profitability. All the 
major retail chains have reduced the duration of working time, for the majority of employees, 
to 38 hours per week. This has been accompanied by a broadening in the position of those 
hours. Ordinary time now extends from 5.00am to midnight, Monday to Friday, 5.00am and 
10.00pm on Saturday and 6.00am and 9.00pm on Sunday in the Coles Supermarket Retail 
Agreement 2005. In the Woolworths Queensland Certified Agreement 2004, ‘all employees 
hours are to be considered ordinary hours, whether rostered within the spread of ordinary 
hours or within overtime’. Ordinary hours worked outside 5.00am to midnight Monday to 
Friday, and 5.00am to 10.00pm on Saturday, attract loadings though. The provisions in Coles’ 
and Woolworths’ certified agreements assume greater importance when you consider the 
sheer size of these organisations’ market share, which in the latest available data was 69.7 per 
cent of the total defined grocery market (AC Nielsen 2002). As well as altering the duration 
and position of working time, the division of hours varies across the days worked. 
This creates issues for retailers in that they need to find a labour force prepared to work at 
these times of the week, traditionally considered anti-social. Baret (2000: 45) observed that 
certain shifts were unpopular with employees because they disrupted family life, particularly 
evenings and Saturdays. In response, store management introduced systems whereby these 
undesirable hours were rotated amongst employees. Additional strategies for dealing with the 
staffing of these undesirable hours include the recruitment of student labour, and labour from 
non-traditional groups, such as older and retired workers (Freathy & Sparks, 1996:189). The 
Australian response has been the recruitment of large numbers of casual workers, primarily 
students. These employer driven decisions have effectively restructured the retail labour force 
from one dominated by full-time males to a highly juvenilised industry dominated by part 
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time workers. It should be noted that retail trade patterns in supermarkets are much more 
stable than in other forms of retailing and much of the flexibility provided by a casual 
workforce is not truly necessary, but this is outside the scope of this paper. 
 
The Research Context 
The supermarket where this study was conducted is a business division within one of 
Australia’s largest retail organisations. During the course of the qualitative research in this 
firm, which was primarily investigating management’s labour use strategies, a number of 
issues about working time arrangements within the firm were highlighted. This survey was 
designed to test the ‘other side of the story’; the employee’s views about working in 
supermarkets and their working time arrangements. The survey questions were designed to 
seek clarification of employee awareness and opinions in relation to the labour use strategies. 
The survey asked a range of questions: gender, age, length of tenure, job title, main income 
earner in household, current employment status, and preferred employment status, hours 
worked this week, last week and desired weekly hours, days worked this week, last week, and 
desired number of days work, parental status, student status, other paid work and caring 
responsibilities. As well, survey participants were required to respond to a series of statements 
related to their satisfaction with, and control over, their working time arrangements. 
 
Survey Sample Characteristics 
Staff in three stores within the organisation were surveyed. Store A was a large store, one of 
the busiest trading stores in Queensland, and was located in the relatively affluent western 
suburbs of Brisbane. Store B was a physically large ex-Franklins store on the Gold Coast, 
while Store C was the smallest of the three, in a very competitive market, and located in a 
southern suburb of Brisbane, classified as a low socio-economic area. All stores were 
surveyed during June and July 2003. The structure of employment within each store by 
gender and employment status is outlined in Table 1, accompanied by the survey sample 
characteristics.  
Table 1. Store Employment Structure and Survey Sample Characteristics 
 Store Employment Structure Survey Sample Characteristics 
Store Total M F PFT PPT CAS Total M F PFT PPT CAS 
A 210 45% 55% 34% 24% 42% 103 
(46%)
52% 48% 36% 19% 45% 
B 144 45% 55% 41% 16% 43% 75 
(49%)
44% 56% 47% 20% 33% 
C 153 35% 65% 28% 25% 47% 94 
(61%)
34% 66% 26% 27% 48% 
 
The survey respondents were almost perfectly representative of the structure of employment 
across the three stores. In total, the survey sample comprised 272 valid responses. Of the total 
sample, 267 respondents identified their job title and were therefore able to be classified in 
accordance with the nature of their job. The sample included 18 managers, 15 supervisory 
staff, 214 service assistants and 20 skilled tradespeople and specialist clerical employees. Of 
the 265 who responded to the questions related to student status, 50 employees identified as 
school students and a further 75 identified as tertiary students. This meant 46 per cent of the 
survey sample were students. Only two school students (4 %) held permanent employment 
status, whereas 24 (32 %) tertiary students had permanent employment status. The remaining 
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student employees were casual employees. Survey responses were entered into an Excel 
spreadsheet. Data was entered twice and the sheets were compared to identify missing data 
and keying errors. The dataset was then imported into SPSS and analysed to determine 
differences between groups of employees. The following section describes the research 
findings in relation to the employee experience of supermarket labour use strategies.  
 
Survey Findings 
In table 1 it can be seen that, in each store, casual employees made up the largest numerical 
group. In much of the literature on employment status, it is asserted that casual employees are 
not employed on this basis by choice. This argument is usually aligned with assertions that 
casual workers are low paid, lack opportunities for training and advancement and are 
vulnerable (see, for example, Campbell et al. 2000). In order to attempt to ascertain whether 
or not this was the case, employees were asked to identify their current employment status 
and indicate their preferred employment status. Of the 144 permanent employees surveyed, 99 
per cent wanted to be permanent employees and 1 per cent did not. Of the 120 casual 
employees surveyed, 66 per cent wanted to be casual employees, while 34 per cent wanted 
permanent employment. This suggested that the majority of employees within the company 
were actually satisfied with their employment status, while a sizeable minority were not. This 
high level of satisfaction replicates the findings in other surveys of casual workers (see 
Watson, 2004). In part, it reflects differences in the nature of casual employees within the 
firm, some of whom were students and others of whom were primary income earners in their 
household. Of the 120 casual employees in the survey sample, 95 were students. None of the 
students were primary income earners in their households, nor did any have children or other 
caring responsibilities. Of the combined 95 school and tertiary student casual employees 70 
(74 %) wanted to remain casual, while 22 (23 %) did not, and 3 (3 %) did not express a view. 
Permanent employment, either part-time or full-time, guarantees a certain number of working 
hours, and thereby income level and it is likely that this was the reason for desiring permanent 
employment status. Permanent employment status does, however, mean that the employer can 
locate those working hours across the week as demand necessitates and for some employees 
whose own personal availability changes, due to changes in subjects studied or other 
activities, permanent employment was perceived as allowing less control over working time. 
This was particularly the case for employees who wanted school holidays or Christmas off 
work, as these are the busiest times of the year in the retail industry and retailers are loath to 
permit annual leave to be taken in these periods.  
Grievances over the duration and location of working time were two of the issues which the 
firm’s HR Manager found most time consuming and contentious, so a series of survey 
questions were designed to examine employee opinions about their working time 
arrangements. In relation to working time duration, survey respondents were asked how many 
hours they had worked last week and how many they were working this week. These figures 
were averaged to provide a figure for average weekly working hours. This was done because 
many permanent employees within the firm work rotating two-week rosters whereby their 
weekly hours varied considerably from one week to the next. This was also the case for casual 
employees, all of whom worked part-time hours. Of note is the fact that only 29 of the 120 
casual workers (24 %) surveyed worked the same number of hours in both weeks. Survey 
respondents were then asked how many hours they would like to work each week. Their 
average hours of the preceding two-week period were then compared with preferred working 
hours to get an idea of the ‘fit’ between actual and desired working hours. Due to the wide 
variations in the number of hours desired, a figure of two hours either side of the desired 
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hours was regarded as the ‘same’ for purposes of analysis. Therefore, an employee who 
wanted longer hours, wanted in excess of two hours more per week.  
An examination of patterns of working time highlighted two consequences of existing 
working time arrangements. Generally, most casual workers wanted longer hours and a 
sizeable group of permanent workers wanted shorter hours. Of the casual employees 
surveyed, only 6 per cent wanted fewer hours of work, while 51 per cent wanted longer 
working hours and 43 per cent were happy with their existing hours. The capacity to 
employee workers on a casual ‘just in case’ basis, encouraged the firm to build in excess 
supply so that employees were always likely to be under-employed and this is one of the costs 
of casual employment for the employee. Of the permanent employees, 28 per cent wanted 
shorter working hours, 15 per cent wanted longer working hours and 57 per cent were happy 
with their working hours. The permanent employees who wanted longer working hours were 
predominantly part-time employees (17 respondents), however, five of the full-time 
respondents wanted longer working hours as well. The reason for full-time employees 
wanting longer hours was not apparent, as only one full-time employee expressed 
dissatisfaction with their pay and all except one were long serving employees. The results do 
indicate though, that a majority (51 %) of casual workers and 15 per cent of permanent 
workers in this firm were under-employed, and therefore subject to lower levels of overall 
income than they desired, which has serious financial implications for employees of the firm.  
As far as the desired duration of working hours, 8 (3 %) employees surveyed wanted between 
0 and 5 hours work weekly, 24 (9 %) wanted between 6 and 10 hours, 37 (14 %) wanted 
between 11 and 15 hours, 53 (19 %) wanted between 16 and 20 hours, 22 (8 %) wanted 
between 21 and 42 hours, 20 (7 %) wanted between 26 and 30 hours, 15 (6 %) wanted 
between 31 and 35 hours, 77 (28 %) wanted between 36 and 40 hours – a full-time job, 11 (4 
%) wanted between 41 and 45 hours, and 4 (1 %) wanted between 51 and 55 hours per week.  
It was primarily the non-student casual employees with other jobs who wanted very short 
hours, or they wanted a full-time job.  The majority of students wanted between 10 and 20 
hours of work per week.  
Respondents were also asked to assess their overall level of satisfaction with the number of 
hours that they worked using a five point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree through 
neutral to strongly disagree. Overall, 65 per cent of permanent non-student employees were 
satisfied with their number of hours, as were 54 per cent of permanent student employees, 
with less than 12 per cent of both groups expressing dissatisfaction with their number of 
hours. Of the employees dissatisfied with their working time duration, all were managers or 
skilled tradespeople with long hours, or nightfillers with highly variable, but often short 
hours. Of the casual employees, only 42 per cent of non-student employees and 51 per cent of 
casual employees expressed satisfaction with their number of working hours. Of the casual 
employees who indicated their dissatisfaction with the number of working hours, 31 per cent 
were non-student casuals and 19 per cent were student casuals. It was also noticeable that 
very young (14-16 years) casual employees were more satisfied with the number of hours 
they received and this could be because they were comparatively inexpensive and more likely 
to get the full quota of working time hours they wanted. Around 28 per cent of student and 
non-student casual employees gave a neutral response. 
As well as the duration of working time, the location of working time, and in particular the 
ability to exert some influence over the location of working time is an important factor for 
employees, as well as the firms that employ them. To ascertain the degree of influence or 
control that employees felt they had over the days and times at which they worked, survey 
respondents were asked to respond to a range of statements using a five point Likert scale 
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ranging from strongly agree through neutral to strongly disagree with a separate column for 
not relevant/ don’t know. The responses for ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ were combined for 
analysis. The statements included: ‘I have influence over the times of the day I work’, ‘I have 
influence over the days that I work’, ‘I can refuse extra hours if I want to’, ‘Casual staff have 
more control over their working time than permanent staff’, ‘I am satisfied with how regular 
my hours are’ and ‘I am satisfied with how much control I have over my working hours’. 
There were statistically significant relationships between control or influence over working 
time arrangements and job satisfaction. Respondents who felt that they could exert influence 
over the times of the day at which they worked, the days on which they worked, and who felt 
that their job allowed them the flexibility to balance other aspects of their lives were more 
likely to be satisfied with their current job. Working hours, and control over them, therefore 
had a positive influence on whether employees were satisfied with their jobs or not. 
Of all these statements, the only one where there was a statistically significant difference 
between stores was ‘I have influence over the times of the day that I work’.  In Store A, 55 
per cent of employees agreed that they had influence over the times of the day that they work, 
whereas in Store B, the figure was only 30 per cent and Store C, 36 per cent. Across all three 
stores a similar proportion of employees expressed disagreement with the statement (Store A, 
30%; Store B, 35%; Store C, 30%). These figures demonstrated that employees in Store A felt 
they had more influence over their working time arrangements than employees in the other 
stores. Given the budget constraints that dictated labour usage within the organisation, it was 
unlikely that this store was actually in a position to permit employees more influence. 
Although, increased sales turnover in Store A, might have given management here more 
latitude in their scheduling decisions. A more likely explanation was that the process of 
scheduling hours was better managed in this store so that employees perceived the process as 
giving them more influence. It is also possible that management in this store were better at 
managing and took the time to uncover what employees wanted in relation to their hours, or 
that they had less casual workers on the books and were therefore more able to distribute 
working time. 
The survey results also demonstrated that casual employees felt that they had more influence 
and control over the location of their working time than permanent employees. As such, the 
survey data supports the findings of the qualitative research. Of the casual employees 
surveyed, 53 per cent agreed that they had influence over the days on which they worked and 
16 per cent disagreed. Of the permanent, full and part-time employees, only 35 per cent 
agreed that they had influence over the days on which they worked and 39 per cent disagreed 
with the statement. Similarly, permanent employees were less likely to agree that they could 
refuse to work extra hours if they wanted to. Of the permanent employees, 65 per cent felt 
that could refuse extra hours, while 80 per cent of casual workers felt they could. Seventeen 
per cent of permanent employees disagreed that they could refuse hours and these were 
primarily management. Only four out of 30 non-student casual employees felt they were 
unable to refuse hours, and these were the employees who wanted permanent employment. 
Similarly, nine of the student casual employees felt they were unable to refuse extra hours, 
but only three of these employees wanted permanent employment. Casual employees within 
stores were overheard saying ‘if you don’t accept the hours you are given then you won’t get 
any’ and it is perhaps these employees who do not feel that they can refuse hours. It is also 
apparent that those employees who feel uneasy about refusing hours are those who would 
prefer to move to permanent employment status, so perhaps they perceive a need to be 
available and that this will influence the firm’s management to transfer them to permanent 
employment.  
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After noting management’s complaints about casuals refusing to work and the opinions of 
some casual employee’s that they felt they had to accept hours in order to retain employment, 
the researcher was curious to determine whether casual employees were perceived to have a 
greater influence over their working time than permanent employees. The statement asked 
whether ‘Casual staff have more influence over their working time than permanents’. Forty-
five per cent of permanents and 51 per cent of casuals, agreed with this statement (including 
58 % of all managers), while 36 per cent of permanent employees disagreed and only 19 per 
cent of casuals. Proportionally, more casual employees indicated satisfaction with the degree 
of control, which they had over their working hours. Fifty-eight per cent of casuals agreed 
with the statement ‘I am satisfied with how much control I have over my working hours’ 
whereas only 51 per cent of permanent employees did. Again, there were differences between 
student and non-student casual employees. Similar proportions of permanent employees (24 
%) and casual employees (26 %) gave a neutral response. Twenty-five per cent of permanent 
staff said that they were dissatisfied with control over their working hours and sixteen per 
cent of casuals. Dissatisfaction amongst permanent employees with control over working time 
was not an issue confined to one group of workers or one store, which suggested that the issue 
was a result of the business needs of the organisation dictating working time. These findings 
suggest that an opinion on who has the most control depends very much on the individual 
workers’ circumstances and their perceptions. For example, a casual part-time employee who 
does not want a long-term career with the firm, or a full-time job feels reasonably comfortable 
making themselves unavailable and therefore does exert a measure of control, but only the 
right of refusal. A casual part-time worker who wants a permanent position or full-time 
employment is much less likely to refuse additional hours or to say they are unavailable. 
All casual employees in this firm had an expectation of continued employment, despite the 
fact that the organisation used casual employment as probationary employment and the entry 
point to their internal labour market, however, they had no guarantee of regular hours. In 
order to assess the ‘regularity’ of working hours, respondents were asked about their degree 
of satisfaction with the regularity of their working hours. Some 69 per cent of permanent 
employees and 47 per cent of casual employees expressed satisfaction with the regularity of 
their working hours. This suggested that some casual employees were indeed ‘regular’ 
casuals, whereas others were not. Yet, it should be kept in mind that only 24 per cent of 
casual workers actually worked the same number of hours across the two-week period 
assessed in the survey. Approximately the same percentage of casual (20 per cent) and 
permanent (18 per cent) staff gave a neutral response, while 13 per cent of permanent 
employees and 33 per cent of casual employees indicated dissatisfaction with the regularity of 
their hours. The permanent employees who were dissatisfied were primarily full-time 
members of staff who had regular hours, so it was possible that their dissatisfaction related to 
the six day/ four day roster or to overtime hours worked.  
 
Conclusion 
This paper has highlighted some of the changes to working time arrangements in Australia 
over recent decades. In particular, the extension of operating hours in the retail industry from 
40 hours per week to upwards of 84 hours per week has been outlined. The findings from a 
survey of 272 supermarket employees have been used to examine satisfaction with working 
time arrangements in the retail industry. The findings indicate a diverse range of employee 
views in relation to changes in working time arrangements in retailing. Permanent workers 
wanted permanent jobs, but a sizeable minority of casual workers (34 per cent) also wanted 
permanent jobs. A majority (51 per cent) of casual workers wanted longer working hours, as 
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did a number of permanent part-time workers. Across the stores, between 30 and 55 per cent 
of all employees felt that they could influence the times of the day at which they worked, 
suggesting that for most control over working time was an employer controlled decision. It 
was noted that those workers who felt they were able to influence their working time were 
more satisfied with their employment. For some, primarily students, this meant that casual 
employment appeared a better option. Although, there was not a clear majority of workers 
who felt that casual work gave the employee more control over working time than permanent 
staff.  
These findings support the claims that working time arrangements need to be ascertained and 
negotiated at firm level as each employee’s individual circumstances will differ, as will the 
desired duration and location of their working time. The challenge for firms is to achieve a fit 
between the employee’s desired working time arrangements and the needs of the firm. An 
allied challenge is to deal with the process of allocation of hours in a way that permits 
employees to gain enhanced influence over the process and hence enhanced job satisfaction. 
The supermarket sector of the retail industry has responded to pressure for working time 
change by employing large numbers of workers for short durations of time. This survey has 
shown that many part-time employees, both permanent and casual, want longer working hours 
and thereby higher levels of income, and many full-time employees want shorter working 
hours. The paper raised issues about control over working time and identified that of the 
casual part-time employees, the majority of the student group wished to remain casual to give 
them the right of refusal over hours, whereas the non-student group of casual workers were 
more inclined to want longer hours and permanent employment. Permanent employees, part-
time and full-time, however, felt they had less control over hours than casual workers. This is 
a complex issue with implications for workers and for the firms that choose these employment 
structures and it is one that requires further investigation.  
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